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Abstract  
The context of this research is the development of counselors in Malaysia. It was found that there is a lack of competency among 
counselors in the area of mutual trust as perceived and experienced by both clients and their counselors. The research questi ons 
are: (a) What is the perception of clients and counselors in relation to mutual trust in the working alliance? (b) What is the 
perception of counselor toward the use of polygraph in relation to mutual trust in the working alliance? The discussion focuses on 
the concept of mutual trust and the utilization of polygraph as an intervention method in the working alliance. A two-stage 
research design was formulated. The first stage was a national survey using the Working Alliance Inventory (WAI) and a sample  
of 393 clients and 133 counselors from three states, namely Kuala Lumpur, Melaka and Perlis. This quantitative method was 
d 
counselors.  Three open-ended questions related to the characteristics of clients and counselors, including honesty and trust, were 
included in the questionnaires.  The second stage of the research was the focus group technique that involved 18 clients and 18 
counselors. Qualitative data on the characteristics of clients and counselors that focused on honesty and trust aspects were 
obtained. The results from the first stage of the research revealed that there was a significant difference in perception between 
clients and their counselors in relation to competence of the counselor in the mutual trust of bonds in the working alliance (p = 
tual 
trust component of the WAI of the second stage research indicated that honesty of counselors and clients were among the five 
highest categories that affect the working alliance in schools.The result related to the perception of counselor toward the use of 
polygraph implied that polygraph (lie-
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1. Introduction  
The overall purpose of this research was to explore the notion of competence among secondary school 
counsellors with regard to the specific component of the working alliance, namely mutual trust of bonds (Bordin 
1979), as perceived by clients and counsellors in Malaysia. This perception relates to client characteristics, such as 
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honesty of mutual trust and they are the school pupils that were perceived as able to realize their own needs and to 
acquire the behavior required by the society and the nation. Historically, the Malaysian government has established 
full-time counselling posts in 1996.  Indeed, circular KP(BS-HEP) 854/6D(91) dated 18 March 1996 stated that a 
full-time counsellor was to be appointed at every secondary school immediately (Ministry of Education, 1996, 
2010). As a result of this circular, the Counsellor Act 580 was passed by Parliament 
is defined as  
 
 a 
registered counsellor in accordance with the counselling code of ethics to achieve a voluntary favourable 
holistic change, development and adjustment of the client such that the change, development and 
adjustment will continue throughout the life span o  
(Malaysian Counsellor Act, Laws of Malaysia 1998, p.8) 
 
Drawing from this definition, it is fair to say that the objectives of Malaysian counselling focus on the National 
Education Philosophy (NEP) as well as on personal growth of the client. This implies that there is an enormous 
demands made by the Ministry of Education and thus raise the question whether any Malaysian counsellor is 
competent enough to develop students in regard to all these aspirations such as self-concept, career awareness, the 
alleviation of personal and social problems, personal attention, parenting skills and the collaborative network. 
Counsellors were teachers whose focus was on remedial attention to deviant behavior, skills development and career 
guidance (Miller, 2009). On the other hand, counsellors perceived that the whole notion of competence among 
secondary school counselors must be based on strong alliance between clients and their counselors. What actually 
shapes the outcomes of counselling is greatly derived from clients honesty of mutual trust communicated to their 
counsellors and their honesty should be measured by any personality instrument such as the polygraph or lie-
detector. Referring to this, the research questions which underpin this research are: (a) What is the perception of 
clients and counsellors in relation to mutual trust in the working alliance? (b) What is the perception of counsellors 
toward the use of polygraph in relation to mutual trust in the working alliance? 
2. Review of the Literature 
The component of mutual trust, it could be argued, is underpinned with the element of honesty and 
trustworthiness of the counsellor. The state of honesty of the counsellor, according to Rogers (1961, p.224), implies 
counsello
helping his/her client. The issue in school counselling is that, we do not know how much the counsellor 
communicates genuineness and how much is perceived by the client. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the 
counsellor to facilitate change in the counselling process. However, when the counsellor communicates genuineness 
to the client, the counsellor is openly being the feelings and attitudes that are flowing within at the moment" (Rogers 
1951, p.13 5). It means the counsellor is showing" ... a quality of authentic, unaffected being in relationship to 
others" (Feltham & Dryden 1993, p.74). This implies that the counsellor also needs to show him/herself as a person 
who is reliable and able to provide effective counselling to clients (Armstrong, 2010). Genuineness will make it 
easier for the client to trust his/her counsellor and if the client accepts the genuineness of the counsellor, the client 
will know that the response received from the counsellor in the working alliance is honest.  
'Mutual trust', which is suggested by Horvath and Greenberg (1994), is closely linked to 'trustworthiness', and it 
was proposed by significant social influence theory counsellors, for example Strong (1968).  He defines mutual trust 
as the counsellor's honesty, openness and the absence of motives for personal gain. The counsellor's honesty is 
perceived as a starting point for person-centred counsellors to fully understand and accept their clients (Rogers 
1961, Floyd & Gruber, 2011).  It has been defined as "a quality of authentic, unaffected being in relationship to 
others" (Feltham & Dryden 1993, p.74). The counsellor's trustworthiness and honesty can be seen in a situation such 
as "keeping appointments, respecting the confidential nature of the interviews, etc" (Rogers 1961, p.50). In 
Malaysian school counselling, honesty plays an important role in helping students as clients. The advantage of being 
honest in the working alliance is that it will enhance the counsellor's capacity to feel and share his/her own 
experiences as he/she interacts with the client (Brammer, 1989). It has been said that the counsellor "should be 
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honest [genuine] and willing to do anything the client was asked to do" (Kahn, 1997, pp.l0-11), but this is countered 
by Rogers (1951) who questions:  
with such feelings as these... it is preferable for the counsellor to be real than to put up a facade [disguise] 
of interest, concern, and liking, which he does not feel. (p.4l).  
His idea indicates that honesty shows the realness of the counsellor when working with his/her client. In school 
counselling, the counsellor may not always be in a state of genuineness because the counsellor may act as if he/she 
is genuine, but is not genuine in helping the client. The 'genuineness' will be perceived as faked (Reddy 1987, p.4l) 
and if this is the situation, the counsellor will not be able to develop the counselling relationship. The working 
alliance requires a real relationship between the counsellor and client and pretending or faking would falsify this 
relationship. Clearly, genuineness can be a difficult concept because it needs to be owned, but owning genuineness 
develops strength in terms of a positive relationship. It is clear that genuineness of the counsellor is necessary to 
build a positive relationship, and its absence will jeopardise or rupture the relationship (Richards, 2011). Bordin 
(1979), Grafanaki and McLeod (1995) in their study listed factors that might hinder the working alliance between 
the client and the counsellor. Factors related to the counsellor include the counsellor not paying attention, being 
over-confident, and taking too active a part in the process. Those related to the client include feeling criticized, 
which may lead to them being unresponsive and as a result, the relationship is not fulfilling or honest.  
Looking at the other hand, Tudor and Worrall (1994) suggest four elements for genuineness in an enduring 
positive relationship. Firstly, the counsellor should be aware of the flow of feelings and sensations in the sessions. 
Secondly; the counsellor should be able to have and live through these feelings and experiences. Thirdly, the 
counsellor should be able and willing to communicate this awareness at the moment it occurs (ie. during the 
relationship with clients), and lastly, he/she needs to be aware of the ethical boundaries during the session. However, 
in the educational setting, the counsellor should also be aware of the contextual factors such as race, gender, 
language, ethnic background and role-conflict that affect the positive relationship. It is suggested that, with the 
'awareness' of being real, owning these feelings as well as experiences, and being able to communicate this 
genuineness, school counsellors would be in a position to foster positive relationships with their clients, and even 
develop a positive working alliance with them (Owen et. al, 2012). As stated in the discussion of mutual trust, 
earlier, the client must perceive the counsellor as being trustworthy. What is termed by Strong (1968) as 
trustworthiness, is derived from the social influence theory. For him, trustworthiness is the perception of the client in 
regard to the counsellor's reputation for his/her honesty (genuineness), social role, sincerity and openness. Indeed " 
... these attributes have been used to manipulate perceived trustworthiness" (Strong 1968, p. 218). This implies that 
counsellors will be perceived as trustworthy if they communicate the above attributes. Findings by Hovland and 
Mandell (1952 in Strong 1968) prove that individuals with high levels of trustworthiness were judged to do a better 
job, and to be more honest in his/her performance than the ones with low trustworthiness. It seems that the concept 
of trustworthiness is measured in terms of low and high level. In summary, mutual trust is underpinned, for example, 
by honesty and ability to influence the perception of clients toward competent of the counsellor in school.  
3. Methodology 
The design of the study was developed to investigate perceived counsellor competence among secondary school 
counsellors in Malaysia with regard mutual trust of bonds in the working alliance. During the first stage of the 
quantitative data, the sample involved was 393 clients and 133 counsellors, from the three states of Malaysia: Kuala 
Lumpur, Melaka, and Perlis. Out of the 133 counsellors, 74 from Kuala Lumpur, and 39 from Melaka and 20 were 
from Perlis.  The clients participated in this study were 393 students: 220 from Kuala Lumpur, 115 from Melaka and 
58 from Perlis. The second stage of the research was the focus group technique that included 18 clients and 18 
counselors. Qualitative data on the characteristics of clients and counselors partly focused on honesty and trust. 
This survey utilised a standardised instrument, that is, the Working Alliance Inventory (WAI), which was 
appropriate to explore the mutual trust between clients and counsellors in relation to competence of counsellors in 
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the Malaysian secondary school setting. The Working Alliance Inventory (WAI) is a 36-item self-report instrument 
designed to assess the three sub-scales of the working alliance components.  Each component consists of 12 items. 
Each item is rated on a 7-
(1). The total score ranges from 36 to 252 points, and sub-scales (ie bonds, goals, and tasks) scores range from 12 to 
84. The total scores for the three components can be derived by summing the ratings for each item.  This means that 
high scores indicate favourable perceptions or, in other words, a stronger working alliance.  
These three sub-scales are firstly bonds, which includes mutual trust, secondly goals and thirdly tasks: the 
framework of the working alliance developed by Bordin (1979) and by Horvath and Greenberg in 1989 (Horvath, 
1994).  Based on a review of the literature, the WAI, it will be argued, is the most suitable means of assessing issues 
of competence, in terms of the working alliance between counsellors and clients.  For example, it was used in the 
research of client attachment and perceptions of the working alliance amongst trainees (Satterfield & Lyddon 1995), 
attachment and social competencies amongst women (Mallinckrodt, Coble & Gantt 1995), validation of the WAI 
(Horvath & Greenberg 1989), counsellor technical activity (Kivlighan Jr. & Schmitz 1992), mutual and unilateral 
termination amongst mental health professionals (Tyron & Kane 1993), and psychodynamic-interpersonal and 
cognitive-behavioural therapy (Raue, Goldfried & Barkham, 1997).  These researchers have used the inventory as a 
tool to investigate some therapeutic issues.  This shows that there is a growing interest in the measurement of the 
working alliance (Marmar et al. 1986, Morgan et al. 1982, and Hardley & Strupp 1976) among 
therapists/counsellors and their clients.  The hypotheses were analysed by the Statistical Package for Social Science 
(SPSS) for Windows, a program originally developed by Norusis (1993). In the SPSS, the one-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) was used to test the hypotheses.   
4. Findings 
Mutual trust is identified specifically in item 26 (The counsellor and I trust one another). This aspect was 
examined in a series of one-way analysis of variance.  The results from the ANOVA indicated that there was a 
significant difference in perception of mutual trust between clients and counsellors during the working alliance, at p 
= 0.01, which is higher than p = 0.05 (the level set up in this study).  Looking at the right hand column of Table 4-1, 
the mean score of clients was 5.96 while that of counsellors was 6.32.   
 
Table 4-1: Bonds: Data from Item 26 of the WAI 
 
Item  Description Mean scores p value 
26 
 
The client and I have built a mutual trust 
The counsellor and I trust one another 
cr = 6.32 
ct = 5.96 
p = 0.01 
 
Note: For item 1 to 36, counsellors (cr) and their clients (ct) were asked to respond to each item on a seven point 
scale 1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Occasionally, 4 = Sometimes, 5 = Often, 6 = Very Often & 7 = Always. Mean 
scores, presented in the right hand column, are derived by the sum of the total scores. The asterisk (*) means that the 
score derived from a negative item that has been converted into a positive one. # means the differences were not 
significant. 
 
Again Table 4-1 showed that clients perceived that they often (almost very often) experienced mutual trust 
toward their counsellors. Counsellors perceived that they very often communicated mutual trust with their clients. 
The frequent use of the rating very often by both clients and counsellors indicated that both of them perceived 
positively this particular aspect of bonds. This finding is very important because it is in line with the study 
conducted by Beutler, Machado and Neufeldt (1994) who found that where clients were satisfied that counsellors 
where trustworthy, they were more likely to continue the counselling sessions. Another evidence from the WAI that 
supports the positive perception of counsellor on mutual trust by clients can be found in item 20.  However, from the 
qualitative data, the clients perceived that they (never) feel that the counsellor is not totally honest or trust about 
his/her feelings toward clients. In different situation, 18 counsellors who undergone the polygraph examination 
revealed that the clients need to get polygraph test in order to check whether they fully trust their counsellors or not 
during the counseling sessions. They suggested polygraph (lie-detector) technique as one of the important ways to 
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toward their counsellors in the aspect of mutual trust, the results showed that honesty of mutual trust of clients is 
deemed necessary for the success of the working alliance.  This was revealed by both clients and counsellors during 
the second stage research in Malaysia. Indeed, honesty of mutual trust of clients was ranked as the first factor in 
regard to what is necessary from clients in order for counselling to succeed in Malaysian secondary schools. Clients 
reported that honesty of mutual trust on their part is important in the working alliance because it means the 'real 
story can be expressed (5A-1-q, 'enables client's feeling to be expressed easily' (5A-1-f) and 'enables the client to 
achieve the desired goal (5A-1-c). On the other hand, counsellors also reported they perceived clients' honesty of 
mutual trust as one of the main factors that affect the working alliance in school. They said that honesty of mutual 
trust among clients needs to be communicated to 'enable the client to focus on the issue' (5A-1-g), so that 'more trust 
can be developed among clients' (5A-1-l) and to 'enable the counsellor to understand the client's problem' (5A-1-b). 
All the above findings suggested that clients were required by both clients and counsellors to be genuine. Likewise 
counsellors are required to communicate their genuineness and openness (Rogers 1957) to clients. One possible 
interpretation concerning clients' lack of honesty of mutual trust is that they may have been influenced by 
transference. Transference is mentioned as the  
 
". " experience of feelings, drives, attitudes, fantasies and defences toward a person in the present  
that are inappropriate to that person or are the repetition or displacement of reactions that originated  
regarding significant persons in early childhood"  
(Freud 1912 in Arachtingi & Lichtenberg 1999, p.369).  
 
With regard to the above explanation, when clients have such distorted experience, they may not able to show 
honesty of mutual trust toward their counsellor. Some clients may have had a conflictual childhood relationship with 
their parents, which has been brought into the present relationship with their counsellor Indeed, findings from the 
second stage revealed that 'Clients experienced a conflicting experience earlier' (5C-3-f) Transference could be 
derived from low self-esteem which was discussed earlier It is believed the lower self-esteem the more transference 
develops, therefore leading to the experience of lacking honest. When clients and counsellors perceived clients as 
lacking honesty of mutual trust it can be said that they did not actually communicate their real relationship. Gelso 
and Carter (1985) suggest that a real relationship allows clients to develop realistic perceptions toward their 
counselor although Gelso and Carter (ibid) warn tha
"(p. 186). The lack of honesty of mutual trust among client could be associated with the tendency to be not fully 
satisfied with the real relationship with their counselors.  They may have assumed that counsellors did not 
communicate a real relationship with them. This real relationship could be derived from the situation of breaching 
confidentiality among counselors (5C- -2). In this context, it was 
suggested by the counsellors that polygraph need to be utilised as whether clients honestly communicated mutual 
trust to their counselors.   Although clients felt dissatisfied toward their counselors they may have been honestly 
unaware that their counsellors communicated a real relationship to them.  But if they were aware the question would 
be whether they were really honest when perceiving the way counsellors demonstrated their real relationship.  The 
researchers believe that the stronger the honesty of mutual trust of clients the more accurately they perceive the 
competence of their counsellor and the more transparently clients receive liking from their counsellors. Bond (1977) 
argues that many clients are unable to provide honest feedback due to the sense of dependence on the counselor.  In 
Malaysian school counselling, most of the dependent clients in schools are pupils who are not fully mature and they 
always have difficulty in making a concrete evaluation through perception. Therefore, it could be difficult for them 
to perceive whether their counsellors really like them or not.  This type of client may experience incongruence that" 
leads to psychological vulnerability which will often render the person anxious and confused whenever an 
experience is perceived or in some way anticipated as being incongruent [incompatible] with the structure of the self 
and the current concept" (Thorne 1998 p.31). Based on the above explanation, it can be inferred that the way clients 
felt that their counsellor did not always, like them depends on how congruence or psychological vulnerability 
influenced them during the working alliance.  Clients who found themselves congruent with the way counselors 
communicated to them, may develop honesty of mutual trust with their counsellors and vice versa. If clients 
developed congruence with their counsellors, they would expect counsellors to understand them in terms of helping.  
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